
chicago manual of style academic geography
chicago manual of style academic geography serves as an indispensable guide for scholars,
researchers, and students navigating the complexities of academic writing within the discipline. This
comprehensive style manual provides a standardized framework for presenting geographical
research, ensuring clarity, consistency, and professionalism across diverse scholarly outputs. From
the intricacies of citation and referencing to the proper formatting of textual elements and visual
aids, adhering to its guidelines is paramount for academic credibility. This article delves into the
essential aspects of applying the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) specifically to academic
geography, covering everything from fundamental citation practices to the nuanced requirements
for maps and geospatial data. Understanding these principles empowers geographers to
communicate their findings effectively and contribute meaningfully to the scholarly conversation.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style in
Geography

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected and frequently updated style guide that
governs written communication in a broad spectrum of academic fields, including geography. Its
enduring relevance stems from its comprehensive nature, offering detailed instructions on grammar,
punctuation, documentation, and manuscript preparation. For academic geographers, adopting
CMOS provides a common language and a predictable structure for their work, facilitating easier
comprehension and peer review.

The discipline of geography, with its inherent interdisciplinarity and reliance on diverse data
sources, benefits significantly from the standardization offered by CMOS. Whether a geographer is
researching urban planning, environmental science, cultural landscapes, or geographic information
systems (GIS), the principles of CMOS ensure that their arguments are presented with clarity and
precision. This stylistic uniformity allows readers to focus on the content and analysis of the
research rather than being distracted by inconsistencies in presentation.

CMOS supports two primary systems of citation: the notes-bibliography system and the author-date
system. Both systems are widely accepted in academic geography, and the choice often depends on
the specific requirements of the journal, publisher, or academic institution. Understanding the
nuances of each system and when to apply them is a crucial first step for any geographer engaging
with CMOS.



Core Citation and Referencing Principles for Geography
Papers

The bedrock of any academic work, including geographical research, is accurate and consistent
citation. The Chicago Manual of Style offers robust guidelines for both the notes-bibliography and
author-date systems, ensuring that all sources are properly acknowledged. For geographers, this is
particularly important given the often extensive use of empirical data, theoretical frameworks, and
diverse scholarly literature from related fields.

The Notes-Bibliography System in Geography

In the notes-bibliography system, footnotes or endnotes are used to cite sources within the text,
accompanied by a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the paper. This system is often favored
in fields where extensive explanatory notes or digressions are common. For geographical research,
it can be particularly useful for providing detailed explanations of methodologies, historical context,
or specific datasets without disrupting the main flow of the argument.

When citing a geographical text, such as a book on urban geography or a journal article on
climatology, a note would typically include the author's name, the title of the work, publication
details (city, publisher, year), and specific page numbers. The bibliography entries would follow a
similar format but would be alphabetized and include all relevant publication information. The
consistent application of CMOS formatting for these elements is key to avoiding plagiarism and
giving due credit.

The Author-Date System in Geography

The author-date system, also known as parenthetical citation, places the author's last name and the
year of publication directly within the text, usually in parentheses. This system is more concise and
is frequently used in scientific disciplines and some social sciences, including aspects of geography
that lean heavily on empirical data and quantitative analysis.

For instance, a geographer discussing population density might cite a source as (Smith 2020, 45).
Similar to the notes-bibliography system, a corresponding reference list at the end of the document
would provide full publication details for each in-text citation. This system is efficient for readers
who wish to quickly identify the source of information and its publication date.

Citing Diverse Geographical Sources

Academic geography frequently draws upon a wide array of source materials. CMOS provides
specific guidance for citing these diverse formats:



Journal articles: Including author(s), article title, journal title, volume and issue numbers, date,
and page range.

Books: Author(s), book title, edition, publication city, publisher, and year.

Book chapters: Author(s) of the chapter, chapter title, followed by "in" and the book's title,
editor(s), and full book publication details.

Government reports and official documents: Often require specific formatting based on the
issuing agency and document type.

Websites and online resources: Including author (if known), title of the page or document,
website name, date of publication or last update, and the URL.

Dissertations and theses: Author, title, degree type, university, and year.

Adhering to these detailed rules ensures that all scholarly contributions, whether they are
foundational theories in physical geography or contemporary analyses in human geography, are
recognized appropriately.

Formatting Geographical Textual Elements

Beyond citations, CMOS provides essential guidelines for the overall presentation of textual content
in academic geography. Proper formatting enhances readability and professionalism, allowing the
complex ideas and findings of geographical research to be communicated effectively to a broad
audience.

Headings and Subheadings

The strategic use of headings and subheadings is crucial for organizing geographical research.
CMOS offers a hierarchical structure for these elements, typically involving different levels of
indentation and font treatments (e.g., bold, italics) to denote their importance. This helps readers
navigate through the research, identify key sections, and understand the logical flow of the
argument. For instance, a section on "Climate Change Impacts in Coastal Regions" might be
followed by subheadings like "Sea-Level Rise Projections" and "Impacts on Biodiversity."

Quotations and Paraphrasing

When incorporating information from other sources, geographers must carefully distinguish
between direct quotations and paraphrased material. CMOS provides clear rules for integrating
direct quotations into the text, including the use of quotation marks for shorter passages and block
quotations for longer excerpts. Similarly, paraphrasing requires a thorough understanding of the



original source, followed by a rephrasing in one's own words while maintaining the original
meaning. Both require proper citation to avoid plagiarism.

Numbers and Units

Consistency in the presentation of numbers and units is vital in geographical research, especially
when dealing with quantitative data. CMOS provides guidance on when to spell out numbers, when
to use numerals, and how to format complex numerical expressions. It also specifies conventions for
units of measurement, ensuring that terms like kilometers, meters, degrees Celsius, and percentages
are presented uniformly throughout the manuscript. This is particularly important for
interdisciplinary work where different fields might have slightly varied conventions.

Integrating and Citing Visualizations in Geography

Maps, graphs, charts, and other visual representations are fundamental tools in geography. The
Chicago Manual of Style offers comprehensive guidance on their creation, placement, and citation,
ensuring that these visual elements are not only informative but also properly integrated into the
academic narrative.

Tables in Geographical Research

Tables are used extensively in geography to present data in an organized, tabular format. CMOS
dictates specific rules for table construction, including the use of clear headings, appropriate column
and row labels, and consistent formatting. Each table should be numbered sequentially (e.g., Table
1, Table 2) and referred to within the text by its number. The data presented in tables must be
accurate and clearly sourced through proper citation.

Figures in Geographical Studies

Figures encompass a broad category of visual aids in geography, including maps, photographs,
diagrams, and charts. Similar to tables, figures must be numbered sequentially (e.g., Figure 1,
Figure 2) and have clear, descriptive captions. The caption typically includes the figure number, a
brief title, and any necessary explanatory notes. CMOS emphasizes that figures should be placed as
close as possible to their first mention in the text, and their content should directly support or
illustrate the arguments being made in the surrounding prose.

Citing Maps and Geospatial Imagery

Citing maps and geospatial imagery requires specific attention. When using a published map, the



citation should include information such as the map title, the cartographer or source agency, the
date of publication, and the scale. For maps created by the author using GIS software, the citation in
the bibliography or notes should detail the software used, the data sources, the projection, and the
date of creation. This ensures transparency and allows readers to understand the origins and
potential limitations of the visual representation.

The clarity and accuracy of these visual elements are as critical as the written text in conveying
geographical understanding. By adhering to CMOS guidelines, geographers can ensure their
visualizations are effective, informative, and academically sound.

Specific Considerations for Geospatial Data

The increasing reliance on geospatial data, Geographic Information Systems (GIS), and remote
sensing has introduced new challenges and considerations for academic geographers in their
writing. The Chicago Manual of Style, while not specifically a GIS manual, provides overarching
principles that can be adapted to address these specialized areas.

Metadata and Data Provenance

When presenting research that relies on geospatial datasets, it is crucial to document the data's
origin and characteristics. CMOS principles of transparency and thoroughness extend to data
provenance. This means clearly stating where the data was obtained (e.g., a specific government
agency, a research institution), the date of collection or acquisition, and any transformations or
processing applied to the data. This documentation is often referred to as metadata.

Citing GIS Analyses and Software

The analytical processes undertaken within GIS are central to many geographical studies. When
citing a GIS analysis, it is important to name the specific software used (e.g., ArcGIS, QGIS), the
version number, and the particular tools or functions employed. The data layers used in the analysis
should also be identified with their sources and dates. This level of detail allows other researchers to
replicate or build upon the analysis.

For example, a citation for a map generated using GIS might appear in the bibliography with details
like: "Analysis and map created using ArcGIS Pro 3.1 (Esri, Redlands, CA), with data from the U.S.
Census Bureau (2022) and Landsat 8 imagery (USGS, acquired 2023)." This comprehensive
approach ensures that the methodology is transparent and the results are verifiable.

Representing Spatial Uncertainty

Geospatial data often inherently contains uncertainty related to accuracy, resolution, and temporal



relevance. Academic geography aims to acknowledge and communicate this uncertainty. While
CMOS doesn't have specific rules for depicting spatial uncertainty visually, its emphasis on clarity
and completeness suggests that authors should use appropriate methods (e.g., confidence intervals,
error maps) and clearly explain their implications in the text.

Advanced Stylistic Elements for Geographic
Scholarship

Beyond the fundamental rules of grammar and citation, CMOS offers advanced guidance that can
elevate the quality of academic writing in geography. These stylistic considerations contribute to the
sophistication and impact of scholarly research, ensuring that complex geographical concepts are
communicated with precision and elegance.

Technical Terminology and Jargon

Geography encompasses a rich and specialized vocabulary. CMOS encourages the appropriate use
of technical terms where necessary for accuracy and precision, but it also stresses the importance of
defining these terms, especially if they are specific to a subfield or might be unfamiliar to a broader
audience. This balance ensures that the research is both rigorous and accessible. For instance, when
discussing concepts like 'agglomeration economies' or 'karst topography,' providing a brief definition
or context is beneficial.

Tone and Voice in Geographic Writing

Academic writing in geography typically requires an objective, formal, and authoritative tone. CMOS
provides guidance on maintaining this tone by avoiding colloquialisms, overly subjective language,
and unnecessary jargon. While a consistent authorial voice is desirable, the focus should remain on
the research and its findings, rather than on the author's personal opinions or biases. The aim is to
present research in a manner that is credible and persuasive.

Punctuation and Grammar for Clarity

Correct punctuation and grammar are essential for clear communication in any academic discipline,
including geography. CMOS offers detailed rules on everything from comma usage and semicolon
application to the correct use of possessives and the construction of complex sentences. For
geographers, this is vital when describing intricate spatial relationships, historical processes, or
theoretical models. For example, precise use of prepositions can significantly impact the clarity of
spatial descriptions.

Mastering these advanced stylistic elements, guided by CMOS, allows geographers to present their



research with a high degree of professionalism and intellectual rigor.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices

Navigating the requirements of the Chicago Manual of Style can present challenges, and
geographers often encounter common pitfalls. Being aware of these and adopting best practices can
significantly streamline the writing and publishing process, ensuring the highest quality of academic
output.

Inconsistent Citation Styles

One of the most frequent errors is inconsistency in citation. Whether using the notes-bibliography or
author-date system, it is crucial to apply the chosen style uniformly throughout the entire document.
This includes how titles are italicized, how publication years are presented, and the order of
elements in bibliographical entries. Deviations can lead to confusion and detract from the paper's
credibility.

Improper Formatting of Visuals

Another common issue relates to the formatting and citation of tables and figures. Geographers must
ensure that all visuals are clearly labeled, numbered, and captioned according to CMOS guidelines.
Furthermore, every visual element must be referenced in the text, and its source must be
meticulously cited, especially for maps derived from GIS or historical atlases.

Over-reliance on Jargon Without Explanation

While technical terms are necessary in academic geography, an excessive or unexplained use of
jargon can alienate readers, particularly those outside the immediate subfield. A best practice is to
define key terms upon their first introduction, ensuring that the research remains accessible to a
wider academic audience. This practice enhances the impact and reach of geographical scholarship.

Adhering to the detailed guidelines of the Chicago Manual of Style is an integral part of producing
high-quality academic geography. By embracing these standards, researchers can contribute to a
more coherent, credible, and impactful body of knowledge within the discipline.









Q: What is the primary purpose of using the Chicago Manual
of Style in academic geography?
A: The primary purpose of using the Chicago Manual of Style in academic geography is to ensure
consistency, clarity, and professionalism in scholarly writing. It provides standardized guidelines for
citation, formatting, and manuscript preparation, which facilitates effective communication of
geographical research and enhances its credibility among peers and readers.

Q: Which citation system from the Chicago Manual of Style is
most common in academic geography, and why?
A: Both the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system are widely accepted in academic
geography. The choice often depends on the specific requirements of a journal, publisher, or
academic department. The notes-bibliography system is sometimes preferred for its flexibility in
including explanatory notes, while the author-date system is favored for its conciseness, particularly
in data-driven research.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style address the citation
of maps and GIS data, which are central to geography?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style provides principles for citing various sources, including maps and
geospatial data. For published maps, it requires details like title, cartographer, publisher, and date.
For GIS-generated maps, it emphasizes documenting the software used, data sources, projection,
and date of creation, ensuring transparency and reproducibility in geographical research.

Q: What are the best practices for integrating tables and
figures in a geography paper according to CMOS?
A: According to CMOS, tables and figures in geography papers should be numbered sequentially and
have clear, descriptive titles and captions. They should be placed as close as possible to their first
mention in the text, and all visual elements must be properly cited in the notes or bibliography, with
their content directly supporting the research narrative.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style offer specific guidance on
defining technical geographical terms for a wider audience?
A: While the Chicago Manual of Style does not provide a glossary of geographical terms, it strongly
advocates for clarity and precision. This implies that geographers should define specialized technical
terms upon their first use in a paper, especially if the intended audience might not be familiar with
them, ensuring that complex concepts are accessible.

Q: How does CMOS help in presenting quantitative



geographical data accurately?
A: CMOS provides detailed rules for presenting numbers and units of measurement consistently.
This includes guidelines on when to spell out numbers versus using numerals and how to format
units like kilometers, degrees Celsius, and percentages, which is crucial for the accurate and clear
presentation of quantitative geographical data.

Q: What is the recommended approach for citing online
geographical resources or databases according to the Chicago
Manual of Style?
A: When citing online geographical resources or databases, CMOS recommends including the author
(if known), the title of the specific page or dataset, the name of the website or database, the date of
publication or last update, and the direct URL. Access dates are also recommended for online
content that may change frequently.
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